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“I’ll be dead by the time it happens”  
Children's Perceptions of Climate 
Change in the Mekong Delta, Vietnam
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Study Site - The Mekong Delta 
Figure 1: Map of Vietnam taken from Google Maps (2019)
Figure 2: Map of the Mekong Delta Courtesy of Vasilopoulos (2019)
- Where the Mekong and Bassac River break 
into 9 smaller rivers (the 9 Dragons) and 
empty into the South China Sea  
- 0.8m elevation against sea level  
- Highly engineered and intricate network of rivers, canals, dams and dykes 
- Tropical Monsoonal climate, with the dry season typically running from December to April and the rainy 
season lasting from May to November (Balica, Dinh, Popescu, Vo, & Pham, 2014; Minderhoud et al., 2019). 
- locations of data collection
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- Approx 18 million people live in the 
Mekong Delta  
- Approx 50% of Vietnams rice comes 
from the Mekong Delta  
- For many years, locals have used the 
floods to their advantage 
- Canals, Dykes and pumping systems 
manage rice field water levels 
(General Statistics Office of Vietnam,  
2018; Ehlert, 2012) 
Study Site - The Mekong Delta Continued… 
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However, climate change, sand mining, rapid 
urbanisation, dams upstream, groundwater extraction 
and overall land degradation are both threatening and 
challenging these long adapted practices … (Ehlert, 
2012; Hackney et al., 2020; Minderhoud et al., 2019)
- Sea Level Rise and an increase in 
hydrological Extremes (flooding and 
drought) present the biggest 
Climate Change associated risks to  
the area 
- Weather patterns are becoming less 
predictable 
- Salt water intrusion already 
causing problems 
- The delta is sinking  
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- UNCRC Article 12, (1989)
All children have a 
right to their voices 
heard and taken 
account of
Resilience  Children as Social Actors 
Children as Vulnerable
VS
Water and air borne diseases
Loss of home - migration
Malnutrition
Physically smaller - extremes hit 
them harder than adults
Psychological effects
Children are 
one of the most 
vulnerable groups of 
people to the effects of 
climate change, both 
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• What are children’s perceptions of climate change and flooding
in the Mekong Delta?
• What are the major contributors to forming those perceptions?




This study comes from the 
perspective that knowledge is 
socially constructed, as well 
as spatially and temporally 
situated (Bryman, 2016; 
Horton and Kraftl, 2013)
I wanted to uncover the multiple 
realities that exist within a small 
subset of children. This, for me, was 
more important than generalisable 
data
To truly understand the lives 
of the children I worked with, 
my methods of data collection 
had to mirror this 
Originally I wanted a child-
led, participatory approach 
to my research… but this 
wasn’t possible.
The findings from this study are not 
representative for a wider population. 
I want to celebrate the uniqueness and 
individuality of responses (though, 
themes within the data do occur!)





































Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (1979)
By underpinning my research with this theory, I was consciously able to take account of the 
both the direct and indirect influencing factors that existed within the children’s environments 9
Sample
 - 10 children aged 9-11 in urban 
school (7 girls and 3 boys) 
- 10 children aged 9-11 in rural 
school (6 girls and 4 boys) 
- 6 parents/family members  
- 2 teachers (1 urban/1 rural) 
- 2 headteachers (1 urban/1 
rural) 
- Department of Education and 
Training for Can Tho 
- 4 locals in rural community  





















“The text book isn’t 
about Can Tho”
Findings - The voice of the child
“I think I heard 
about climate 
change once, but 
I can’t 
remember” 
“My teacher said the Mekong 
Delta is going to be flooded in 
the future [but I don’t worry 
because] I’ll be dead by the 
time it happens”
“I heard that the icebergs 
are melting on TV, but I 
can’t remember much … 
[climate change] won’t 
effect my life at all”
“My house has never been 
flooded before. I think 
there is no need to 
prepare [for a flood] 
because my place has 
never been flooded” 
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“I do see and hear in the 
media about our problem [of 
climate change] nowadays, 
but we cannot do anything 
about these problems … we 
will just follow our 
governments instruction. If 
they say you need to move 
house, you just move your 
house. Thats it.” (Mother of 
workshop participant)
“As far as I can see, no one 
is going to do anything. Like 
in our city we have flooded 
for many years and still 
they [local and national 
government] haven’t 
changed anything.” (Uncle 
to workshop participant)
“Things will only get better for 
Can Tho.” (Mother of workshop 
participant and cafe owner)
“i don’t think there will 
be anything to worry 
about in terms of a 
flood in the future” 
(Rural School Principal)
Findings - The voice of the child Adult
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“Children can help protect the 
environment by: collecting garbage and 
putting it in the right place, planting 
trees, cleaning the environment around 
them etc”
Focus around pollution 
Focus on global issues - 
not local
Focus on connecting 
children to nature, 
suitable to age and stage 
of development
Law on Environmental 
Protection No 55.2014.QH13
Makes direct reference to education and 
schoolings need to convey environmental 
content
Designed to integrate 
environmental protection 
teaching into other subject 
teaching
Add-on knowledge in an 
over-loaded curriculum 
(Nguyen, 2019)
(Still under analysis - there is, 









Varied levels of knowledge
Overall, Risk perception for the future is low
Where people are aware of future risk, agency is low
Disconnect between reality and perception
Major contributors of Children’s perceptions include: children's lived experiences, 
media, family and formal education
Parents and teachers (key contributors to children’s perceptions) are often not 
aware of the local risks and,  where they are, do not engage in conversations with 
their children about them. This has major implications for children's perceptions
Teaching is not contextualised to local issues and is instead taught an abstract and 
distant issue. This may impact children's perceptions.
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Implications and conclusion
In the Mekong Delta, Climate change and environmental education needs to be localised, so 
that children are aware of, and therefore more likely to be prepared for, the impacts that 
climate change and flooding will have in their local area. It needs to be repositioned so it is
not seen as a far and distant issue
Though Formal education is an attractive format to influence children perceptions and 
create environmentally aware citizens with appropriate risk perceptions for their local area, 
this needs to be done so whilst taking account of other influencing factors; particularly 
family, media and children’s own lived experiences. Any targeted interventions should explore 
using all these platforms together to convey their messages.
The Vietnamese national curriculum is currently being updated, with the new version due for 
release in the new academic year 2020/21. It is hoped that this will allow for more 
localisation in teaching environmental issues including climate change and flooding, 
however if this is the case, teachers will also need to be upskilled in teaching such 
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